This research addresses the fundamental question, how insured are older Americans against changes in health and the death of the spouse? These are among the dominant shocks faced by aging households, so understanding how these shocks affect them is of paramount importance for assessing their well-being and for designing policies that bear on their well-being. The measure of the extent of insurance taken in this research is a very general one. Instead of focusing on payments arising from private or public insurance, it examines how consumption responds to health and widowing. Since consumption is a measure of ultimate economic well-being, this approach provides a direct measure of the extent to which households are buffered against adverse health and widowing.
• The CAMS survey that provides measurement of consumption for a sub-sample of HRS respondents.
By combining HRS and CAMS data, the report can provide an estimate of how consumption responds to shocks and also provide evidence about what drives the response of consumption. Specifically, it will examine changes in income and wealth associated with widowing and what role these have in any changes in consumption. The HRS data allow for separate measurements of the effects of changes in Social Security income, private pensions, other income, and wealth.
The following summarizes the main findings of this research:
• There is remarkably little response of consumption to health status by HRS respondents. Health insurance is nearly universal and there is surprisingly little crowding out of non-health spending by non-insured, out-ofpocket expenses. This finding indicates that the constellation of social insurance, private insurance, and the use of assets substantially buffers older Americans against the adverse pecuniary effects of health shocks. Though there are certainly cases where health costs are a burden for seniors, on average they are well-insulated from these costs.
• Consumption responds significantly to widowing. The consumption of households of surviving spouses falls by between 25 and 30 percent beyond the amount accounted for by change in number of individuals in the household. It recovers somewhat in later years, but after several years remains 15 to 20 percent lower.
º The effect on consumption of losing a spouse is quite similar for men and women.
º For both men and women, most of the drop in consumption cannot be attributed to changes in income and wealth associated with losing a spouse. For women, about one quarter in the drop in consumption can be traced to a drop in economic resources after the death of their husband. For men, even less of the drop in consumption can be traced to declines in income and wealth.
In conclusion, using the consumption metric, older Americans appear to be well-buffered against poor health and loss of a spouse. This buffering is provided both by their private assets and insurance and by social insurance through the Social Security and Medicare programs. 
